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Study Guide Two Readings

Reading Two

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

From Speaking to Writing in
the Content Classroom

Prior experience becomes a context for interpreting the
new experience . . . prior experiences serve as the con-
texts within which the language being used is to be
understood.  Lily Wong-Fillmore, “When Does
Teacher Talk Work as Input?”

Using the Mode Continuum

In Chapter 1, I briefly touched on the idea of register. One of the ways we looked at
this was to compare four short science texts. Here are four similar texts again, this time
as more extended pieces of language. They illustrate how certain linguistic features
change as language becomes increasingly closer to written forms.

Text 1: (spoken by three 10-year-old students, with accompanying action)

this . .. no, it doesn’t go . . . it doesn’'t move . .. try that... yes, it does... abit... that
won't . . . won't work, it’s not metal . . . these are the best . . . going really fast. -

Text 2: (spoken by one student about the action, after the event)
we tried a pin . . . a pencil sharpener . . . some iron filings and a piece of plastic . . . the mag-
net didn’t attract the pin.

Text 3: (written by the same student)
Qur experiment was to find out what a magnet attracted. We discovered that a magnet attracts
some kinds of metal. It attracted the iron filings, but not the pin.

Text 4: (taken from a child’s encyclopedia)

A magnet . . . is able to pick up, or attract, a piece of steel or iron because its magnetic field
flows into the magnet, turning it into a temporary magnet. Magnetic attraction occurs only
between ferrous materials.
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Study Guide Two Readings

SCAFFOLDING LANGUAGE, SCAFFOLDING LEARNING

As discussed briefly in Chapter 1, texts that are most spoken-like (like Text 1) are
often dependent for their interpretation on the situation in which they occur: they are
situation-embedded. More written-like texts are not embedded in the situation itself;
they must be complete enough in themselves to create their own context for the lis-
tener or reader. Thus as we move along the mode continuum, texts are no longer
dependent on the situation in which they occur: if we read a book while at the beach,
for example, our understanding of what we read and how we interpret the language
usually has nothing to do with the fact that we are sitting on a beach.

As Chapter 1 pointed out, a second language learner is likely to have fewer diffi-
culties with producing something like Text 1, where the situational context itself pro-
vides a support for meaning and there are thus fewer linguistic demands, than with
more written-like texts, where more lexico-grammatical resources are required (those
involving grammar and vocabulary). It is worth noting, too, that when children are
expected to write simply on the basis of personal experiences, they are being asked to
take a very large linguistic step (as can be seen by comparing Texts 1 and 3), and one
that is beyond the current linguistic resources of some second language learners. If you
reflect back on the spoken language activities described in the previous chapter, you'll
see that many of them require learners to use more explicit spoken language (like Text
2). This is the reason, for example, why barrier games such as Find the Difference are
designed the way they are. If students were to show each other their pictures, they
would be using language as in Text 1; by not showing each other the pictures, they are
using language more like Text 2, and thus are practicing a more written-like register.

In this chapter we will look at how one teacher used the notion of the mode con-
tinuum as a major organizing principle in the planning of her classroom program. (For
a fuller description of this program, see Gibbons 2001.) For all but two of her students,
English was a second or subsequent language, and therefore her whole curriculum
needed to be supportive of language development as well as to focus on appropriate
content. Using the mode continuum as a linguistic framework, she designed teaching
activities that were sequenced from most situation-embedded, or most spoken-like (and
thus for ESL learners the most easily understood), to least situation-dependent, or most
written-like (a written journal). A major focus for the teacher was to help students use
spoken language in the way that Text 2 illustrates—that is, spoken language that is not
dependent on the immediate situational context in which it occurs. This mare written-
like spoken language serves as a language bridge between the talk associated with expe-
riential activities and the more formal—and often written—registers of the curriculum.

Based on the science topic of magnetism, the teacher planned teaching and learning
activities to reflect points along the mode continuum so as to offer a logical development
in terms of language learning. Here are the stages that the children moved through:

1. Doing an experiment (small groups). Learners initially participated in small-group
learning experiences based on a number of science experiments in which the
language used was tied in with the situation the children were in. What they
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Study Guide Two Readings

SCAFFOLDING LANGUAGE, SCAFFOLDING LEARNING

HANNAH: it stays up!
MARCO: magic!

DANIELLA: let’s show the others
JOANNA: mad!

DANIELLA:  Ill put north pole facing north pole . . . see what happen
MARCO: that’s what we just did

DANIELLA: yeah ... like this . . . look

[The dialogue continues for several minutes longer as the students try different posi-
tions for the magnet, and then they begin to formulate an explanation.]

HANNAH: can I try that? ... I know why . .. I know why . . . that’s like . .
because the north pole is on this side and that north pole’s
there . . . so they don't stick together

DANIELLA:  what . . like this? yeah

HANNAH: vyeah . . see because the north pole on this side . but turn it on the
other . . this side like that . . . turn it that way . . yeah

DANIELLA: and it will stick .

HANNAH:  and it will stick because . look . . the north pole’s on that side

because . .

DANIELLA:  the north pole’s on that side yeah

At this stage, the children do not know the terms attract and repel. Instead, they
use familiar words like stick or push away. (Sometimes this led to very interesting
comments—one child was overheard to say, as he was holding two magnets that were
repelling each other, “It feels like a strong wind!”)

What can we learn from this example? First, we can see again how small-group
work supports learning. Together children explored and developed certain scientific
understandings, namely that the position of the poles is significant in how the magnets
behave. They also attempted to hypothesize about the causal relations involved (note
the use of the connectives so, because). So, even though they were not using what we
might think of as science language, they were learning a lot about science. As the dis-
course progresses, individual utterances became longer and more explicit, and this
occurred as the students began to formulate explanations for what they saw. The
teacher’s instruction to “try to explain what you see” was significant here, since it
extended the task from simply “doing” to “doing and thinking.” Wegerif and Mercer
(1996) suggest that it is through this kind of exploratory talk “that knowledge begins
to be built up and reasoning is made more visible” (51). This piece of learning later
became shared knowledge when the children reported to the rest of the class, and was
the basis upon which the teacher next introduced subject-specific vocabulary such as
attract and repel.
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Study Guide Two Readings

SCAFFOLDING LANGUAGE, SCAFFOLDING LEARNING

Student Teacher

1 try to tell them what you learned . . .
OK .. .. (to Hannah) yes!?

2 | when I put/ when you put. . . when
you put a magnet . . . on top of a
magnet and the north pole poles
are . . ... ..

(7-second pause, Hannah is clearly
having difficulty expressing what she
wants to say)

3 yes yes you're doing fine . . you put one
magnet on top of another . .

4 |and and the north poles are together
er em the magnet . . . repels the
magnet er . . . the magnet and the
other magnet . . . sort of floats in the
air!

5 [ think that was very well told. . . very
well told . . do you have anything to
add to that Charlene? (The teacher
invites other contributions, and then asks
Hannah to explain it again.)

6 now listen . . now Hannah explain
once more . . . alright Hannah . . .
excuse me everybody (regaining class’s
attention) . . listen again to her expla-

nation
7 | the two north poles are leaning
together and the magnet on the
bottom is repelling the magnet on top
so that the magnet on the top is sort
of . .. floating in the air
8 so that these two magnets are repelling

(said with emphasis) each other and . . .
(demonstrating) look at the force of it.

FIGURE 3~1. Teacher-Guided Reporting (2)
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Study Guide Two Readings

SCAFFOLDING LANGUAGE, SCAFFOLDING LEARNING

time, on occasions for as long as eight seconds. Research suggests that when teachers
ask questions of students, they typically wait one second or less for the students to
begin a reply, but that when teachers wait for three or more seconds, there are signif-
icant changes in student use of language and in the attitudes and expectations of both
students and teachers (Rowe 1986). It would seem likely that increased wait time is
even more important for students who are formulating responses in a language they do
not fully control. Perhaps equally important, we can see from these interactions that
students are able to complete what they want to say successfully: they are positioned
as successful interactants and learners. In addition, since it is the immediate need of
the learner that is influencing to a large extent the teacher’s choice of actual wording,
it seems likely that this wording will be more salient to the learner—more likely to be
taken note of—than if it had occurred in a context that was less immediate.

Another significant mode shift occurred toward the end of most reporting ses-
sions, where the teacher used children’s personal knowledge to show how generaliza-
tions might be generated. For example, her questions at this point included:

Can you see something in common with all these experiences?
What's the same about all these experiments?

Such questions require the students to do more than simply produce a personal
recount of what they did; they must now express their learning in terms of generaliza-
tions. Note how in the examples below, the children no longer mention themselves in
the discourse:

the north w.&m of the magnet sticks . . attracts . the second magnet . the south pole of the second magnet.

if you put the south and north together then they will . . attract but if you put north and north or south
and south . together . . they won't stick . attract.

The teacher-guided reporting stage, then, both in the way language is used and in the
ways that children are encouraged to generalize from their learning, serves to create a
bridge for learners between personal ways of understanding a phenomenon and everyday
language, and the broader concepts and language associated with the science curriculum.

Stage 4: Journal Writing

After the students had taken part in the reporting session, they wrote a response in their
journals to the question, “What have you learned?” These responses later served as a
source of information in the writing of more formal reports about magnets. What is par-
ticularly significant is that these journals indicated that the talk with the teacher had
influenced the way the students wrote: the students’ writing reflected wordings that
they had used in interaction with the teacher, or that had been part of the teacher’s
recasting. This was particularly evident when the students themselves had had oppor-
tunity to reformulate their own talk. Here, for example, is what Hannah wrote:
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Study Guide Two Readings

SCAFFOLDING LANGUAGE, SCAFFOLDING LEARNING

language before they can “use” it. As we have seen, however, ESL learners must from
the outset use their second language for curriculum learning, and they need many con-
texts in which they can do this. In this class, students used their current language
resources at the beginning of the unit while the focus on new language occurred at
later stages, a sequence that allowed for students to build on their existing under-
standings and language, and to link old learning with new. In effect, they moved suc-
cessfully toward the language of the curriculum, throughout the unit of work, rather
than being expected to master it prior to their learning of science.
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